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Abstract 
Two instructional approaches on comprehension monitoring in English as FL are contrasted. Although using the same materials 
(elementary science texts), one of them is based on tasks focusing on vocabulary and grammar, and the other one is based on 
main ideas identification and textual coherence. The English proficiency level was controlled and comprehension monitoring 
measures were obtained in the pretest and the posttest using embedded micro and macro-structural inconsistencies in texts. 
Results showed that teaching students to read in order to understand main ideas and to elaborate the text macrostructure produce
better results than focusing attention on discourse low-level components. 
© 2015 The Authors. Published by Elsevier Ltd. 
Peer-review under responsibility of Universidad Pablo de Olavide. 
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1. Introduction 
Previous studies have shown that university students having low or intermediate English proficiency levels 
(European A and B levels: Council of Europe, 2001) tend to process expository texts in English (as FL/L2) at word 
or microstructural level, showing macrostructural processing difficulties (Kozminsky & Graetz, 1986; Koda, 1990, 
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1996). These macrostructural problems seem to be associated with poor metacognitive comprehension monitoring 
when reading (Gómez & Sanjosé, 2012; Gómez, Devís & Sanjosé, 2013).  
Usual instructional approaches have attributed these problems to students’ lack of language proficiency and have 
focused on providing students with more lexical and grammatical knowledge. However, some studies have shown 
that when the subjects’ proficiency level increased to the European C1, some macrostructural problems do not 
disappeared, in comparison to the subjects’ L1 performance (Gómez & Sanjosé, 2012; Gómez, Devís & Sanjosé, 
2013). Some authors pointed out these problems in the past and recommended an instructional shift from surface to 
macrostructural approaches in English (as FL/L2) teaching (Block, 1992; Stanley, 1984). 
In previous studies Gómez, Devís & Sanjosé (2012, 2014) validated an instructional procedure which improved 
comprehension monitoring and L2/FL macrostructural processing when reading Science texts. This method 
concentrated on reading strategies rather than on vocabulary and grammar comprehension. This instruction proved 
to be very efficient but, beyond validation studies, it needed to be contrasted with another control procedure.  
This paper compares the experimental instruction validated in those studies, i.e. the instructional procedure based 
on macro-structural strategies in comprehension monitoring (‘Macro-St’ instruction onwards) with a more 
traditional one, based on surface-level (lexical level) comprehension monitoring strategies (‘Surf-St’ instruction 
onwards). 
2. Method 
2.1. Participants 
Forty male and female Spanish university students participated in the experiment. They belonged to two intact 
groups (aged 18-25) from two different University Degrees in a big Spanish city: Information Science, and 
Advertising and Public Relations. These students were enrolled in English (as FL) subjects. 
2.2. Design and variables 
The study was a 2-group Pretest-Instruction-Posttest design with only one independent factor, Type of Instruction 
(Macro-St/ Surf-St). The instructional sequence was the same in each experimental condition. Each intact group was 
split up into two subgroups for each experimental condition. Thus, part of the students in each group followed the 
instructional procedure ‘Surf-St’ (N= 22) and the other part followed the instructional procedure ‘Macro-St’ (N= 
18). 
2.3. Materials and measurements 
2.3.1 Pretest 
1. English Proficiency. The Quick Placement Test (QPT; UCLES, 2001) was used to evaluate students’ English 
proficiency according to the Common European Framework of Reference for Languages (Council of Europe, 
2001). 
2. Comprehension Monitoring in English. We evaluated comprehension monitoring at lexical and at semantic 
level (micro and macrostructural) using the Error Detection Paradigm (Baker, 1985; Winograd & Johnston, 
1982; Baker & Anderson, 1982). We designed 6 short texts in English (Gómez & Sanjosé, 2012; Gómez, 
Devís & Sanjosé, 2013) of comparable length (200-245 words), structure, reading difficulty (Flesch’s score: 
45-60) and similar content (general science topics such as Climate Change, Evolution of Species, Cloning). 
Three texts were used in the pretest (and the other three ones in the posttest) to obtain comprehension 
monitoring measures. The first text was free of errors but the other two texts contained embedded 
inconsistencies to be detected. Two micro-structural inconsistencies were embedded in the central paragraph. 
They affected only single simple ideas, such as ‘hot ice’. In addition, two macro-structural errors were 
embedded in the final paragraph so that they contradicted previous textual important (macro-ideas). Students 
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were explicitly asked to evaluate the comprehensibility of the texts and underline any contradictory or non-
coherent idea, or any unknown word using a particular key code (Gómez & Sanjosé, 2012; Gómez, Devís & 
Sanjosé, 2013). We accounted for the number of each kind of embedded inconsistencies correctly detected. 
2.3.2 Posttest 
Posttest measures were based on comprehension monitoring only. We expected the instructional procedures 
would change the students’ comprehension monitoring skill in a different manner: ‘Macro-St’ instruction would 
improve macro-level monitoring whereas ‘Surf-St’ instruction would improve lexical knowledge and surface 
monitoring. The remaining three texts in English, similar to those used in the Pretest, were used. 
2.3.3 Instruction 
The instructional phase took a total time of six classroom sessions (75 min each) and it was developed in three 
sessions. The instructional materials were the same in the two contrasting instructional procedures, but not the tasks 
proposed to students.  
Tasks in the Macro-St instructional procedure were developed and validated in previous studies (Gómez, Devís 
& Sanjosé, 2012; Gómez, Devís & Sanjosé, 2014). These tasks aimed at improving students’ processing of macro-
ideas and their monitoring of main ideas and global coherence. Thus, they focused on the semantic level of text 
comprehension but did not explicitly deal with vocabulary, grammar or exercises specifically addressed to increase 
students’ English proficiency level. Instead, they were addressed to optimize actual proficiency in reading-for-
understanding tasks. 
The tasks proposed in the ‘Surf-St’ instruction were designed to work on low level components of texts, such as 
phonetics, vocabulary and grammar, in a very similar way as many instructional methods do to improve English 
proficiency. 
3. Results and discussion 
3.1 English Proficiency 
About 63% of our students were in the elementary proficiency level (A1, A2), 32% were in the intermediate level 
(B1, B2) and only 5% were in the advanced level (C1). We considered only two levels onwards: ‘low level’ (A1, 
A2) and ‘high level’ (B1, B2 and C1). Before the instruction, both groups of students under different instructional 
conditions were comparable in English proficiency level (Student-t= -1.120; p= .270). 
3.2 Comprehension Monitoring: Pretest-Posttest differences 
We performed several 2X2X2 (Pre/Post measures X Macro-St/Surf-St instruction X High/Low English 
proficiency level) mixed ANOVAS, taking the comprehension monitoring measures as the dependent variables. 
3.2.1 Word level 
The Instructional condition did not produced a significant main effect (F(1,36)< 1) or interactions (F< 1) on the 
total words underlined as ‘unknown’ by the students. Mean amounts of underlined words were significantly lower 
(p< .001) after the instruction in both conditions, so students learnt vocabulary although this was not an explicit goal 
in the ‘Macro-St’ instruction. High proficiency students performed better in both the pretest and the posttest as 
expected, but low proficiency students’ gains were greater, from the pretest to the posttest, than high proficiency 
students’ (p= .004). 
Therefore, even though the ‘Macro-St’ instruction included no explicit instruction on vocabulary, its results were 
similar to the ones obtained in the ‘Surf-St’ instruction, which focused on vocabulary knowledge and surface 
monitoring: both instructional conditions diminished the amount of underlined ‘unknown words’ in a similar way 
after the teaching sessions. 
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3.2.2 Micro-level 
There was not a significant main effect or interaction (p> .05) in this measure. These results indicate that students 
did not modify their skill to monitor their reading comprehension on the micro-structural level, no matter their 
English proficiency level or the instruction they received. For the ‘Macro-St’ instructional condition these are 
expected results as this type of instruction did not explicitly focus on micro-level processes, but on macro-level 
processes. However, for the ‘Surf-St’ instructional condition, these are not expected results, as this instruction 
focused on surface processing as vocabulary and grammar knowledge, spelling and phonetics. 
3.2.3 Macro-level 
The Instructional factor produced a non-significant global main effect (taking into account both instructional 
groups together), but the Pre-Post changes were different in both instructional conditions (p= .002). In fact, students 
in the ‘Macro-St’ condition (MpreMacroSt= 0.2, SD= 0.6; MpostMacroSt= 1.2, SD= 1.3) improved their monitoring on the 
macro-level more than students in the ‘Surf-St’ condition (MpreSurfSt= 1.0, SD= 1.2; MpostSurfSt= 0.7, SD= 1.3). 
Moreover, the ‘Macro-St’ instruction clearly benefited students’ comprehension monitoring on the macrostructural 
level (paired-groups t= -3.375; p= .003) whereas ‘Surf-St’ did not (differences were not significant: paired-groups t= 
1.567; p= .135). This is the expected main result in this experiment and supports previous ‘macro-St’ validation 
studies (Gómez, Devís & Sanjosé, 2012; 2014). The English proficiency level produced a significant main effect (p= 
.002). In addition, the high proficiency level students (Mhigh= 1.4) performed significantly better than the low 
proficiency level students (Mlow= 0.4) in comprehension monitoring of macro-ideas. There were no other significant 
effects or interactions. 
4. Conclusions 
Overall, the university students in our sample monitored their reading comprehension on the semantic level in a 
very poor way. They only seemed to monitor their comprehension on the word level in English (FL/L2). These 
results are in line with previous results obtained with other university samples in Spain in similar empirical studies 
on control monitoring (Gómez & Sanjosé, 2012; Gómez, Devís & Sanjosé, 2013). According to Stanley’s and 
Block’s claims (Block, 1992; Stanley, 1984), teaching English as a foreign language should focus on reading 
comprehension when students read long texts, especially stressing the semantic level. However, English teaching in 
the Spanish country had traditionally focused on vocabulary and grammar knowledge, not considering the 
development of important skills such as identifying main ideas from long texts or monitoring their reading in order 
to understand important ideas. As comprehension monitoring has proven to be one of the best predictors of 
academic success and comprehension, developing monitoring skills seems an important goal in reading education. 
This experimental work seems to point out that instructional work on macro-ideas comprehension and 
monitoring, as well as on global coherence, produce significant effects on students of different levels of English 
proficiency, not only on the expected macro-level monitoring, but also on vocabulary and the micro-level of 
discourse. These results support the Stanley’s (opus cit.) and Block’s (opus cit.) claims about the benefits of 
focusing on the global or semantic processing of textual information. 
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